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THE IDEAL ELEMENT IN PROPHECY. 



By Professor Sylvester Burnham, D.D. 
Hamilton, N. Y. 



The title of this paper states in a general way the subject to 
be considered, but does not define it. Let us then begin with a 
definition, that we may have before us the limits of our investi- 
gation. 

By the Ideal Element in Prophecy is now meant those crea- 
tions of the imagination embodied in the predictions of the 
inspired prophets of Israel which either in harmony with, or con- 
trary to, the expectation of the prophet, never had, and never 
can have, any realization in the facts of human history. 

In other words, it is the imaginative element in the predic- 
tions of the prophets. It is what the prophets wished, or hoped, 
or feared might come to pass, as they made for themselves, in 
imagination, bright visions of prosperity, or dark ones of disas- 
ter ; but which was never to be. Or else it is that which they 
knew, as things are, never could be, but which they added to 
that they expected, as a yet brighter or darker color than the 
real, in the picture of the future they were painting. 

In considering the subject, we shall ask : 

(1) What is the antecedent probability that there would be 
such an element in the prophetic predictions? 

(2) What is the evidence that such an element exists ? 

(3) What is the extent of this element in the prophetic 
books ? 

The relation of these questions to that of the literal fulfil- 
ment of all the prophetic predictions is obvious, and will not 
need a separate and special treatment. 

We ask first, then, what is the antecedent probability that 
there would be such an element in the prophetic predictions ? 
By antecedent is here meant antecedent to the examination of 
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the evidence for the existence of this element. If there is any 
such antecedent probability, we shall, on the one hand, be 
encouraged to seek for the evidence of the existence of the ele- 
ment in question ; and, on the other, no idea we may justly hold 
as to the value and authority of the prophetic Scriptures will be 
shown to be worthless or untenable by the establishing of the 
existence of this element. 

It may be said, therefore, in the first place, that we ought to 
expect to find such an element in the prophetic predictions, 
because the writings of the prophets are largely, both in thought 
and form, poetic. But poetry is? in its very nature, the language 
of the imagination. The poet may, indeed, be the seer, and the 
creations of the truly poetic imagination may be more true to 
the realities of the universe than the course of human experience. 
But this is simply saying that these creations are not realized in 
human experience. What Edmond About says, which is, in 
substance, that "the most real things are those that never hap- 
pen," is probably true. But these real things do not happen all 
the same. If, then, the prophets were poets, why should we 
think that all they set forth in their words was to happen ? It 
may be replied that they were inspired men. Yes ; but inspired 
poets. Is an inspired poet less a poet, because he is inspired ? 
Is not an inspired imagination still an imagination ? It does not 
cease to be a creative power, and become a merely receptive 
power, a mere logical faculty, a reason, by being inspired. 

It may be urged in reply that inspiration did not affect the 
imagination, since this divine touch was limited to the receptive 
faculties of the soul, such as the reason, the memory, the judg- 
ment. But upon what grounds can this claim be made ? Surely 
the imagination is as much the creation of God as any faculty of 
the soul. Why, then, shall he not as well reveal himself and his 
truth through this faculty, according to the nature he has given 
to it, as through any other faculty ? If God is the great poet, 
why shall he not speak to man by that poetic faculty in the 
exercise of which man is most like the creator and the poet, 
God ? It is through the imagination that man brings to himself 
the joys, the upliftings, the soul-enlargements, the teachings, of 
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the whole vast and glorious realm of Art. It is over the magic 
bridges which the imagination flings across the abysses of the 
unknown that he passes to the sublimest discoveries of science. 
Is it, then, this queenly power of the mind, that is the only one 
to be thrust aside as worthless by God, when he would bring 
man nearer to truth and to himself ? Are judgment, and reason, 
and memory to be reserved for God, and imagination, at whose 
feet these humbly lay their results, to be given over to the 
world, the flesh, and the devil ? 

Nor let it be forgotten that when God gives his truth to man 
through the imagination, it must come in such ways and forms, 
and by such laws, as belong to the imagination. Else it could 
not come by way of this special power of the soul. But the 
peculiarity of the creations of the imagination is, that, however 
true they may be to the deepest realities of life and being, just 
as they do not correspond to and repeat past experience, so, 
often at least, they are never realized in experience and history, 
as we know them. 

A second ground for thinking it probable that there would 
be an ideal element in the prophetic predictions, is to be found 
in the way in which truths are given by inspiration. The divine 
method seems to be, as an inductive study of the Scriptures 
shows, to teach by generals rather than by particulars. Espe- 
cially is this true in the case of those teachings that relate to the 
future. One has need only to call to mind the eschatological 
teachings of the New Testament, to be reminded of the truth of 
these statements. If, then, to the receptive faculties of the 
prophet's soul only the generals of the history yet to be were 
given, the particulars must be supplied by the imagination, 
inspired or uninspired. Whether inspired or uninspired, does 
not matter for the present purpose. Yet for an effective, not to 
say a poetic, presentation of the general truth revealed to the 
prophet, these details it was, sometimes at least, necessary to 
supply. This certainly would be the reasonable conclusion. 
Its reasonableness may be more clearly seen by an argument 
from analogy. 

Let us suppose, for example, that one of us should be bidden 
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by God to reprove the city of Chicago for its sins, and should 
know by revelation from him that, if the sins of the city should 
not be repented of and forsaken, the city would be laid in ashes 
by a destructive fire before the expiration of the present decade, 
and should be commissioned by God to announce this coming 
doom as a reason and motive for repentance. It might be — 
according to the usual divine method in revelation, it would be, 
— that he had not been told anything by God as to the exact 
spot where the fire would break out, whether, indeed, it would 
break out in one, or in many spots, through what streets, or in 
what direction it would make its way, or any other of many 
details that would be prominent and important elements in the 
coming disaster. If now he should seek to fulfil his commission 
to present this threatened disaster so as to make it effective in 
securing a spiritual or a moral transformation in life and char- 
acter, it would be almost inevitable that he should attempt to 
supply by imagination, guided by the probabilities of the case, 
more or less of these details. Especially would this be true, if he 
were a poetic soul, and spoke as a poet. In this latter case he 
would be likely even to pay little attention to the probabilities of 
the case, or would neglect them altogether, and even might set 
forth that which, so far as could appear from facts, would be 
clearly impossible. The prophet, being generally a poetic soul, 
and having always a moral or spiritual end to reach, would, then, 
naturally, even if his imagination was inspired, sometimes, at 
least, have done just these very things. 

Thus would an ideal element now appear in the prophetic 
predictions. 

A third reason for thinking it probable there would be found 
such an element in the predictions of the prophets, is the fact that 
such an element appears in those of their utterances that are not 
predictive. Here may be cited, for example, several passages from 
the third chapter of Habakkuk. Speaking of God's bringing of 
his chosen people from Egypt to the promised land, the prophet 
says 1 (vss. 3-4), 

1 For the sake of uniformity, all the citations in this paper are taken from the 
Revised English Version of the Old Testament. 
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"His glory covered the heavens, 
And the earth was full of his praise, 
And his brightness was as the light ; 
He had rays coming forth from his hand." 

This is not history, but poetry. The things here set forth 
correspond to no facts observed or existing in the march from 
the Red Sea to the Jordan. It is all about as far from actual 
fact as when we say that for centuries the stars have been windows 
in heaven through which pitying angels have looked down 
on the misery of the earth. The same may be said of the words 

(vs. 5). 

" Before him went the pestilence, 
And fiery bolts went forth at his feet." 

Or again of the words (vss. 10-11), 

"The mountains saw thee and were afraid ; 
The tempest of waters passed by : 
The deep uttered his voice, 
And lifted up his hands on high. 
The sun and moon stood still in their habitation; 
At the light of thine arrows as they went. 
At the shining of thy glittering spear." 

The naturalness with which this element comes into the pro- 
phetic utterances is shown by a little touch in Amos 2:7. In 
describing the sins of the rich and luxurious age of Jeroboam II, 
when speaking of the greed of the wealthy classes to increase 
their landed possessions the prophet talks of those "that pant 
after the dust of the earth on the head of the poor." This 
expression, which is clearly the language of imagination, and does 
not state any literal fact that corresponds to its terms exactly, 
stands among a number of statements that seem to correspond to 
actually existing facts. Thus it is seen how naturally the prophet 
passed from the prosaic to the poetic. 

One more example under this head will be enough to show, 
in connection with those already presented, that the fact claimed 
really exists. In Isa. 62:6, 7 we read: " I have set watchmen 
upon thy walls, O Jerusalem ; they shall never hold their peace 
day nor night : ye that are the Lord's remembrancers, take ye 



216 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

no rest, and give him no rest, till he establish, and till he make 
Jerusalem a praise in the earth." 

The prophet in Babylonia, looking in imagination over the 
long stretch between the land of exile and the ruins of the 
beloved and longed-for city of God and knowing that the time is 
now near at hand when once more the nation shall be married to 
the desolate land, and God shall rejoice over the Beulah that is 
to be, can scarcely wait till God's time to work the mighty work 
of deliverance. To his ardent imagination it seems that God 
himself shares in his impatience. Lest he should by some chance 
forget to put forth his mighty power as soon as might be, or for 
some reason delay longer than would really be necessary to 
make Jerusalem a praise in the earth, our prophet believes, he 
seems to see, that God, in the anxiety of his love, has made 
ample provision. Before the prophetic mind imagination pic- 
tures the desolate ruins and the rubbish heaps of the walls that 
once surrounded the queenly city. But even now the ruins are 
forsaken no longer. Trusty messengers sent by Jehovah from 
the realm of serving spirits stand in eager longing on the 
ruined walls, or hover over them in joyful anticipation. They 
are there that God may not delay in his coming work. 
They need neither rest nor sleep ; by day and night, neither 
to themselves nor to their God will they allow peace or 
quiet. Evermore they will ceaselessly cry, "Save, restore; 
restore, save, remember, rebuild," until the hour shall come 
when they can together sing, "The Lord hath comforted his 
people, he hath redeemed Jerusalem." (Isa. 52:9.) 

This vision was not according to fact, but it was more accord- 
ing to truth than facts which were then to be seen. 

We come now naturally to ask whether there is good evidence 
that passages like these which we have found to exist in thenonpre- 
dictive part of the prophetic writings are to be found also among the 
predictions of the prophets. This was to be our second question. 

To answer it we must appeal to the facts which a sound exe- 
gesis will reveal. Let us begin with a passage that is parallel to 
the one last cited. In Isa. 52:7, 8 we read: "How beautiful 
upon the mountains are the feet of him that bringeth good tid- 
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ings, that publisheth peace, that bringeth good tidings of good, 
that publisheth salvation ; that saith unto Zion, Thy God reign- 
eth ! The voice of thy watchmen ! They lift up the voice, 
together do they sing ; for they shall see, eye to eye, when the 
Lord returneth to Zion." 

Evidently this is as far removed from fact as the vision in 
chapter 62. Indeed, we have here the continuation and the com- 
pletion of that vision. The eager and anxious watchmen on the 
ruined walls have not cried in vain. The sleepless messengers 
from the realm of serving spirits have ended at last their task. 
Jehovah has risen in might, and has made bare his holy arm. 
The nation is free, and is returning to wed the chosen land. 
Without fear and without haste the glad march is even now mak- 
ing by the joyous hosts of Israel, Jehovah himself both going at 
the head of the rejoicing nation, and serving as its defending 
rearguard. But some eager soul, either moved by his own 
impatient joy, or commissioned by God himself, cannot wait for 
the end of the glad and leisurely march. With swift feet he has- 
tens on before the advancing host, and soon he stands upon the 
mountains about Jerusalem, looking down upon its desolate 
wastes. To these wastes and to the ruined walls he cries, " Break 
forth into joy, sing together, O Zion, thy God reigneth." 
Now hear the answering song of the serving watching spirits that 
have eagerly waited for this day. "The voice of the watchmen ! 
they lift up the voice, together do they sing." Then, as anon 
they see the mighty host advancing, Jehovah at its head, they 
gaze with joyous glances into each other's eyes, and shout yet 
louder in triumphant song. 

In historic fact the song was never sung. No voice of watch- 
man was heard as the little band of exiles returned to rebuild the 
temple, and to weep as its foundation was laid. The song would 
not have been sung had the returning march been that of mil- 
lions. No foot of announcing messenger proclaiming peace, 
ever stood, or ever was to stand, on the hills about Jerusalem. 
But were these words of the prophet less useful or less beautiful, 
or, in the deepest sense, less true on that account ? Are they 
less beautiful or less useful, even now ? 
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We may take as another example the words of Joel, in the 
second chapter of his prophecy, the tenth verse. In this place, the 
prophet seems to be setting forth some circumstances that shall 
attend the devastations of a horde of locusts to be sent by Jeho- 
vah to ravage the land of Judah in punishment of its sins. Con- 
cerning the coming of this scourge, he says ; " The earth quaketh 
before them ; the heavens tremble ; the sun and the moon are 
darkened, and the stars withdraw their shining." 

Now it does not seem possible to suppose that the prophet 
expected the physical phenomena thus set forth would ever become 
real in nature. What flight of locusts ever did, or could, even 
though all the locusts of earth should gather in one mighty 
swarm, make the solid earth tremble under foot, or the sky 
quiver and shake over head, or, not merely darken the land by 
cutting off the light from the heavenly luminaries, but turn the 
sun, moon, and stars themselves dark and black with terror, or 
with sorrow? This latter would be the more unlikely, if we 
should think of exact facts, since locusts do not fly by night. 

But it is not science or fact that these words are intended to 
set before us. The utterance is that of a poet. He may see a 
frightened earth or a terrified sun where science or history cannot. 

Of a similar sort is a passage that forms the opening words of 
the prophecy of Zephaniah. This prophet is telling of the com- 
ing of a day of wrath, a dark and gloomy day of Jehovah, in 
which an invading army, a devastating host, whether of Scythians 
or of Babylonians, shall lay Judah waste, and destroy Jerusalem. 
In announcing the purpose of Jehovah to be accomplished in this 
day, he says, as using Jehovah's own words, I : 2, 3, "I will 

utterly consume all things from off the face of the ground 

I will consume man and beast ; I will consume the fowls of the 
heaven, and the fishes of the sea." 

In reference to this utterance it is very clear, not to speak of 
other matters, that the prophet could not have expected the lat- 
ter part of it ever to be fulfilled. For no hostile invasion, how- 
ever great or terrible, whether to be made by Scythians or by 
Babylonians, could result in the death of all the fishes in the sea 
of Galilee and the Mediterranean, or sweep in destruction the 
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birds from the pathways of the sky. Clearly, therefore, on all 
grounds, deductive and inductive, there is an ideal element in 
the predictions of the prophets. 

So we are brought to our third question, what is the extent of 
this element in the prophetic writings? This question it is diffi- 
cult, probably impossible, to answer. This is especially so because 
it is complicated with another, the extent of the Conditional Ele- 
ment in prophecy. By this element is meant those prophecies 
that never have been fulfilled, and now never can be fulfilled, 
but which would have been fulfilled had the course of things in 
the history and life of Israel been other than it was. The term 
fulfilled is now used to mean such a happening of things in human 
history as alone could be indicated by the terms and the lan- 
guage employed by the prophet, the historic counterpart of his 
utterances taken with due regard to their verbal form. 

What might have been it is always difficult to say. So, 
when a prophecy has found no realization in history or fact, and 
now can find none, the question whether this is due to the pres- 
ence in it of a conditional, or of an ideal element, or of both 
combined, is often well nigh, if not altogether, unanswerable. 

To show more clearly how true this is, we may briefly con- 
sider one of the most prominent and most important forms of 
this conditional element of prophecy. 

When we rightly interpret the Old Testament, we find the 
prophets with one voice proclaiming that Israel is to be the 
beginning and the center of the coming kingdom of God, and 
its eternal queen ; and that Jerusalem is to be forever the reli- 
gious capital of the world. Any other way for the coming of the 
kingdom of God, or any other form of its life, is to them utterly 
unknown. Yet this high destiny is only for Israel on condition 
that she shows herself fitted for it. It was, then, because she did 
not fulfil the condition that she, who might have been exalted to 
heaven, was thrust down to Hades. Her fall left the prophecies 
that relate to her possible destiny unfulfilled, and evermore to 
remain unfulfilled. 

To all this agree the words and acts of Jesus. According to 
his parable, he was the only Son sent last of all to the wicked 
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husbandmen to recall them to their duty and their destiny. He 
was sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel ; and, as king of 
the Jews, he labored among the chosen nation to bring it to 
receive him and the kingdom he came to establish. When, at 
last, all had been done that could be done, and all been done in 
vain, he knew the end had come. As he rode towards the 
beloved city amid the shouts of " Hosanna to the Son of David," 
so soon to change to cries of " Crucify him," and looked upon the 
Jerusalem he loved so well, a new sense of all that had been lost 
seems to have fallen on his soul, and his falling tears revealed 
the sorrow that lay heavy on his heart. It must have been more 
in the certainty of sorrow than in the pain and just indignation 
of rejection that he said a little later to the representatives of 
the nation, " The kingdom of God shall be taken away from you, 
and shall be given to a nation bringing forth the fruits thereof." 

With this transfer of the kingdom to the Gentiles passed away 
the possibility of the fulfilment of those prophecies that were 
uttered in the hope or the expectation that Israel would some- 
time be found ready to receive the fulness of the kingdom, and 
would, as faithful to Jehovah, become its center and its queen. 
The substance cannot be destroyed, and the form be perpetuated. 
The fact that the substance could perish shows that the form was 
only conditional. 

It is, therefore, the blending of the Conditional and the Ideal 
Elements in Prophecy, to which is largely, if not entirely, due 
the fact of unfulfilled prophecy. 

It will, however, evidently be impossible to draw with any 
accuracy a line between these two elements, until we have first 
determined, if such determination is possible, what Israel's history, 
life, and destiny would have been had these been altogether such 
as God wished, and such as he, by his prophets and his Son, 
wrought that they might be. Especially necessary will it be to 
discover what would have come to Israel and to man had Jesus 
succeeded in realizing in his earthly life the claim, the assertion 
of which finally slew him, and which was written as his accusa- 
tion above his head upon the cross, " Jesus of Nazareth, the 
King of the Jews." 



